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It is a letter very characteristic of the King, and it was quite true that Ralegh's wit was a formidable weapon to encounter in the court of popular opinion ; especially where so many were disposed not only to excuse but to applaud the very offense which was to be laid to his charge. But it was a danger which could only be overcome by being met. On the former occasion it was really his own wit that won his triumph; for the popular feeling was against him ; and if the trial could on any plausible pretext have been conducted with closed doors, no voice would have been heard on his behalf. But now very little wit was wanted to make his cause gracious ; and whether his defense was conducted by himself or by others for him, the closing of the doors was enough in itself to make it triumphant with the people outside. Surely James was never worse advised than when he rejected that part of the advice of his commissioners. A formal proceeding like that which they recommended did take place before themselves. The charges were opened and explained by the Attorney and Solicitor General; the depositions of the witnesses that had been examined were (I presume) read: Sir Walter was heard in his own defense, and some of his fellow-voyagers were produced in person to confront him. But there was no audience, no judges, no declaration of the reasons which made this unusual form of proceeding necessary, no application to the Council for advice, no public record of the proceeding. So that for explaining and justifying to the people an act which at the best must be unpopular, it was absolutely of no use. So useless indeed it was that I do not find it so much as alluded to afterwards; and if it had not been for the accidental preservation and discovery of Sir Julius Csesar's notes of the day's work, we should not have known that any such thing had been. It informed the commissioners of what they knew already. It may possibly have brought to their knowledge somesently put forth in print, a warrant being sent down for us to sign for his execution." 8
